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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION

The Fiangonana Loterana Malagasy (FLM) is pursuing a quest of Identity facing global
issues (Ordination of women, Homosexuality, etc.) and local concerns (Traditional belief,
Cultures, etc). Most of recent research tended to discuss about that first category of problem. It
can even be affirmed that the very church has found solution and got clear common position
toward each of those global issues. But it is not the case of the local concerns. The FLM,
officially known as Malagasy Lutheran Church (MLC), presents different ways of approaching
Culture. There is yet no common approach and it affects the identity of the very church, which is
standing between the Gospel and eighteen different cultures. In this discussion, | will describe
these different approaches.

The nation is constituted officially by 18 ethnic groups, and each of them has its own
cultural identity. Forsaking these cultures would surely not make the MLC Malagasy, while
importing values from them would not make her Lutheran genuinely. Being aware that behind
cultural practices may lay some beliefs that go against the dogma of the church -like veneration
of ancestors- the MLC wonders if her members should be allowed to keep those practices or not.
So, what it is to be really the Fiangonana Loterana Malagasy (Malagasy Lutheran Church) and
how to approach those varieties of Malagasy cultural customs and practices? To deal with each
practice of the ethnic groups would require more time and more pages; | therefore pick up the
Asa Lakroa Vezo in order to propose answers to those questions.

Generally speaking, it is the Malagasy Christians who are planting crosses on tombs to
affirm their belongingness and their Christian identity. It implies that the practice of it may be
seen in each ethnic group, wherein these Christians are. But it is not the case in Vezo context, to
whom planting those crosses is a cultural event; both Christians and non-Christians are doing it,
and this became a serious dilemma for the church. Some theologians and leaders of the church
consider it as a socio-cultural event and some label it idolatry. The MLC has consequently
different approaches to handle the issue, and as said, this affects her denominational identity. Is it
still the same church although there are not only different approaches but even opposite ones? In
such situation, there should at least be an ad hoc solution. Both Anthropological and theological

research are needed to grasp the reality in those practices. This writing is thus a rediscovery of
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one of them, the case of Asa the Lakroa. So here it is, the Asa Lakroa Vezo in Context of

Mission, an Anthropological Description of the Malagasy Lutheran Church’s Approaches.

Even though this discussion has the Asa Lakroa as main topic, | aim at the end to set an
approach which would be applicable and effective to other cultural events or practices at the
national level, i.e. suitable for each ethnic group. For doing so, it is first indispensable that the
studied case is ascribed to a defined ethnic group. So after this Introduction (Chap 1) and few
pages on Contexts and Method (Chap 2), the ethnicity of the Vezo will open the main discussion
(Chap 3). If the Vezo are not a genuine ethnic group, the resulting approach from the description

and evaluation would not be consequently practicable to the rest of the Malagasy ethnic groups.

The chapter 4 deals wholly with the Asa Lakroa: its origin, rituals, values, and practices.
It helps to understand why there are different concepts of this event, for some say it is a cultural
one and some claim it is a religious one. The MLC herself does not have a common
understanding of it; that is why she has relatively different approaches, which are described in
the next chapter (Chap 5). A brief evaluation of these approaches is presented in chapter 6, from
which is drawn the approach that | personally qualify as appropriate, the Donovanist

Anthropological Approach.



Chapter 2
CONTEXTS AND METHOD

This chapter explains how my personal experience became my source of motivation to
contribute to the quest of Identity that the Malagasy Lutheran Church is pursuing. In it is detailed
the statement of the issue, the aim of the research, the major theoretical starting points and a

global view of the accomplished fieldwork.
2.1 Overview of the Issue and Purpose of the study

Dealing with Mission of the Church in Global and Local Contexts has always fascinated me, and
exploring the ways Mission has been led from the time of Apostles to our time is my source of
inspiration. So, personally, | did not intend to have the Asa Lakroa as a topic for an academic

essay. But all this is primarily the fruit of what | myself experienced 10 years ago.

In 2006, | was invited to attend an Asa Lakroa organized by a Christian family in Salary
Avaratra, the parish that | have been holding for five years. It was the first time that | heard about
the Asa Lakroa event and | was both excited and curious. The ethnic group that | belong too also
does Asa Lakroa, but we do not have special event for that. | started asking the congregation
what it was about, and | have been told that it is a cultural event, and that usually it is the local
priest who opened it with devotion. As the church does not have a liturgy related to it, my first
reaction was to ask the dean of the district about it, who told me categorically that 1 must not
even attend the event for it is idolatry, which enflamed my curiosity. I accordingly did not lead
the devotion, but | attended the very event. My aim was to know what was going on during such
event. Of course, the dean has been informed of my presence at the event and then called me for
explanations. In fact, few colleagues also did not know the reasons why we could not attend Asa
Lakroa events. There is here no need to tell the whole story, but from that time | have kept
saying that if Church has to forbid something, or to encourage as well, there must be relevant
reasons, and anthropological research must be led at least. This has led me to choose Missiology
as field of specialization and to focus exclusively on contextualization facing encounters of

religions and cultures.

What to do with these so called cultural events and traditional rituals that are/seem to be
quite religious ones? Should they be prohibited? The Malagasy Lutheran Church has never had a
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common answer. Some say Yes, and some say No; but the majority stays in between. Now is the
time, | think, to find a uniform perspective and only one position; that is the purpose of this

study. To do so, | am choosing the Asa Lakroa Vezo for a case to study.
2.2 Research and Theories

This entire thesis is about the Asa Lakroa and the position of the Malagasy Lutheran Church
toward it, or technically its Contextualization. All this writing converges to these two things.
Hence, | am not pretending to be the first to write academically on the Asa Lakroa Vezo. As far
as | know, the latest research was led by the anthropologist Rita Astuti about twenty years ago.
For Mission and Contextualization, | would refer to the survey of missions in contexts wrote by

Stephen b. Bevans, who categorized six models of Contextual Theology.

2.2.1 Astuti and the Vezo

Rita Astuti is the one who made the Vezo famous. She wrote and published a lot about
these people and her works have been given valuable considerations. In the People of the Sea:
Identity and Descent among the Vezo of Madagascar (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1995), her main argument is that the Vezo does not constitute a genuine ethnic group and rather,
it is an activity. In this writing, | would like to reopen the discussion for one purpose. The Asa
Lakroa that | am talking of is not the same as the Asa Lakroa as it is in other ethnic groups. The
Vezo have their own values and practice in doing it. Astuti herself described it in detail.
Therefore, the attitude of the MLC toward them as an ethnic group might be generalized and

considered also as the one that they are supposed to have toward the other ethnic groups.

Astuti’s materials in that book are precious for by comparing them to the new collected
data, we can draw the evolution of the ritual and the identity of the Vezo along these twenty
years. In all of her works, she maintains that the VVezo does not constitute a genuine ethnic group,
a theory that 1 would not share (Cf Chap.3). Nevertheless, the fact that she led her research in the
Sakalava region (Morondava) instead of in the Vezo region does not really matter. The most
important fact is that she provided a detailed report on the Vezo traditional religion and the

rituals that display their identity, which will be used a lot in this study.



2.2.2 Bevans and the Six Models of Contextual Theology

The second main literature is Models of Contextual Theology: Faith and Cultures (New
York: Orbis book, 2013) by Stephen B. Bevans. He has regrouped the ways of contextualization
in six models which are according to their order in the book, Translation, Anthropological,
Praxis, Synthetic Transcendental, and Counter Cultural models. After each description of them,
he offered an evaluation of the described model by pointing out its relation with the Gospel and

with Culture.

In my turn, | regroup these six models in only three models according to their
implications on cultures. First, there are those ones that are not open to cultures (Translation and
Counter Cultural); second those who welcome cultures (Anthropological and Transcendental);
and lastly those that are in the middles (Praxis and Synthetic), which correspond respectively to
the MLC’s three positions concerning Culture. To be careful however, 1 would not discuss fully
the issue of the Asa Lakroa in Bevans’ frame (i.e. Classifying the church’s responses according

to those models), but instead, | will use the term Approach.

All these bring us to assume that the works of Rita Astuti and Stephen B. Bevans
are being the pillars of this work.

2.3 Method and Fieldwork

The incidence of 2006 in Salary Avaratra certainly taught me what theologians and
church leaders at that time thought and still think of the Asa Lakroa. But | was eager to know
what the Vezo really think of it in order to report their statements to these leaders. From the
confrontations of their views may result a better understanding of the Asa Lakroa Vezo and a
common approach toward it for the church. Therefore, 1 am opting for a qualitative research,
being wholly convinced that “The events and ideas emerging from qualitative research can
represent the meanings given to real-life events by the people who live them, not the values,

preconceptions, or meanings held by researchers™,

There are consequently two fields to explore: among the Vezo and within the
church. Before starting the research itself, the delimitation of the geographical context was the
first problem as scholars do not agree on the identity of Vezo people. Some argue that Vezo is a

! Robert K. Yin, Qualitative Research from Start to Finish (New York: The Guilford Press, 2011), 8.
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genuine ethnic group and therefore does not have homeland; some deny it. Marion Viano
published in 2005 the Carte des Ethnies (Eng. Map of Ethnic Groups) ? that helped me to choose
the appropriate location, which is between Toliara and Morombe, the so called VVezo Region.

\Coe L0, _'.,}h....‘ >
source memeberso tunecityfi’geelmocalethnies htm Flg 1.b Zone of Fieldwork

Fiyured :cane des ethnies

The fieldwork was done in July 2015, precisely from week 26 to week 31 of that year,

during which I had the opportunity to revisit Manombo Atsimo and Salary Avaratra, two

2 http://www.pandele.org/marion.viano/2004/dea/dea_chap2.html, accessed 15 Mai 2015.
3 http://www.pandele.org/marion.viano/2004/dea/dea_chap2.html, accessed 15 Mai 2015.
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presumed Vezo Towns (VD Tanam-bezo). | was convinced that Toliara, as a big City as it is
today, is already a multicultural region even though it was formerly a Tanam-bezo. Then |
started the fieldwork among the Vezo in Toliara, moved to Manombo Atsimo, went to Salary
Avaratra, came back to Manombo Atsimo, and finished the fieldwork in Toliara. That was not
really my plan though, but technically it had to be so, as there is one and only one bus that
connects Manombo Atsimo and Salary Avaratra, a bus called Lemaintso (Eng. The green). For
example, if the bus is departing from Manombo on X day to Salary Avaratra, then there would
be no bus from Salary Avaratra to Manombo on that day. All there who are in Salary have to
wait for the coming of Lemaitso. At least, it did not hinder my research. | took instead advantage

of it in having time to visit the cemetery of Salary Avaratra and collect more data.
2.4 Data Collection

Like in the majority of qualitative research, Observation, Structured Interviews and
Unstructured Interviews (Qualitative Video-Interviews) are here the methods that have provided
the majority of the collected data used in this writing. In addition, an unplanned debate worked

out as a focus group during the Annual Meeting of the Fifohazana at Toby Betela (July 2015).

2.4.1 Experience and Pre-Fieldwork

This was not the first time that | have been in those places (Toliara, Manombo Atsimo,
Salary Avaratra). | myself was born in Toliara, grew up there, and spent 26 years of my life
there, but that is for little significance in this research. The fact that I served in Salary Avaratra
for five years gave me uncountable opportunities to attend Asa Lakroa events and to know more
about it. Unfortunately I did not know at that time that one day, or ten years later, | will write on
it for an academic purpose. Otherwise, | would have already recorded everything. So in matter of
participant observation, | would certainly have said much. But today, worrying that the
discussion turns into an autobiography, I will present collected data instead of those personal

observations.

Furthermore, | think I must affirm that Salary Avaratra was not the only place where |
have been assigned to. | have been working in Masikoro Land also, like Ankilimalinike (2012)

and Betania (2013). In those places, Christians were making Tomb Crosses quietly, without any



festivity like in the Vezo’s context. This already presented the Asa Lakroa event as a practice

proper to the Vezo.

Those Pre-Fieldwork in the past led me to conclude from that time that the Asa Lakroa
Vezo is typically Vezo, and might be listed among their cultural events.

2.4.1 Informants

As stated above, | had two fields. Among church leaders and theologians, my research
was oriented to the Missiological approach and Contextualization of the Asa Lakroa, while | was
in quest of meanings among the Vezo. My informants in the first field are all either theologians
or church leaders. In brief they are all Christians. The purpose of the choice is to obtain more
accurate data on the position of the church. For the second field, they are all Vezo. But to have
insiders’ views of the Asa Lakroa, | chose both Christians and non-Christians to share their
respective opinion. Hopefully I had a chance to interview two Vezo diviners, who are apparently
the cultural priests, one in Toliara and one in Manombo Atsimo. In a society where people are
painted Black (Gentiles) and White (Christians), | admit that it was hard to find a diviner. | tried
to explain that if | planned to meet diviners or/and witches, it was only for the sake of my study,
but it was in vain. Thanks to my Christians two gatekeepers who introduced me to them. | fully
understand their will to stay anonymous, for not being painted Black.

The first time | met an informant, | informed her/him first of my studies and my
intention, introduced the topic and ask if she/he has time to answer few questions. When they
accepted, | asked permission to videotape the interview or at least to audio-record it. Two things
motivated me to do so. First, as | mentioned in the introduction, my intention was to collect data
so that | could report them to colleagues and mates to be discussed. But as they already knew my
position, I need more relevant and accurate materials in order to make the Asa Lakroa worthy of
serious discussion, and re-open the debate so that a final and definite position might be held?.
Thus videotaping was my favorite method. My second source of motivation is this thesis, as | do

need those veritable views and explanations from insiders.

In case media recording is not permitted, then taking notes is the last alternative, which

they accepted generally.

4 A compilation of the Video Interviews in DVD format has been handed to them two months ago. Nils Christian
Hoymyr (MHS, Archivist) and @yvind Dahl (MHS, Lecturer) have also received each a copy.
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2.4.2 Informal Focus Group

An informal focus group, if | may say so, took place in Toby Betela Toliara on 16" July
2015. The Annual Meeting of the Revival Movement (Fifohazana) began on 11" July and ended
on the 19", This annual assembly of the Fifohazana always lasts one week and the consecration
of Shepherds is always the 18" of July. During the assembly, priests, theologians, church leaders
and guests always have common breakfasts, lunches and dinners. So on the 16", two days before
the Great Day of the Fifohazana, | started talking about my topic to colleagues after the morning
service, and it became our discussion during lunch. My aim was to know the main position of the

Church, if she already has only one, so | asked only two questions:

A. What do you know about Tomb-Cross making in the Vezo?

B. Do you agree with its practice?

This reminded me again what | heard in 2006; there were the Yes, No and In Between
groups. Although their arguments were not really serious (Jokes, Ironies, Sarcasms)®, they
instead helped me to choose informants among priests and theologians. At least, 1 knew who
were for and who were against the practice of Asa Lakroa. Participants in this informal focus
group were from different ethnic groups, but that was not a big deal. What | learnt from it is that

the MLC does still not have a straight and firm position toward it.

2.4.3 Structured Interviews

Structured Interview was the first thing | jot down on my research design paper before
leaving Norway. As Yin always reminds, “The answers are probably more reliable and valid
when a list is provided than when the question is asked in open form™®. I did not really ask the
same question to my informants though. For informants from the first field, here below was the
Guide:

A. What is “Asa Lakroa”?

B. Could you describe the ritual and the meaning of each step?
C. What is the meaning of that “Cross™?

D. Do you agree with its practice? Why?

E. What can you say about the position of the Church?

® That is why it would not be appropriate to report them in this study.
® Robert K. Yin, 133.



During interviews, | asked the same questions even though they sometimes were not in
that order. Often | do not need to ask the whole questions as while answering the first question,
informants already answered D and E, like did Rakotonomenjanahary. When | asked him the
question A, His first sentence was “It is idolatry!”” (which already sums up the answers of D and
E) and he went on explaining why he does not agree with its practice and promotes its

prohibition.

For those interviewees in the second field, however, | stopped at question C. The target of
the study itself concerns the church’s perspectives in doing Mission, and | wanted to stick on
that; so I judged it useless to ask them about what they (non-Christians) think of the church’s
attitude. Here, | discovered that Vezo people are doing Asa Lakroa for different purposes. The
Christian block said it is cultural (Urbain Laporodody), and the non-Christian affirmed that it is a
duty toward the dead (Dadibare). As long as interviews went on, my questions were refined, like
adding after the B the question “Where is the Asa Lakroa from?” Although | served among the
Vezo for 5 years, | had never known the account of the Voliagnara, the event from which the Asa

Lakroa took its origin.

In this structured Interviews | had:

Personal Interview with Lars Armand, in Manombo Atsimo, 21 July 2015.

Personal Interview with Limbiraza, in Toliara 16 July 2015.

Personal Interview with Mahatsenga Flariot, in Toliara on 15 July 2015.

Personal Interview with Rakotonomenjanahary, in Manombo Atsimo on 26 July 2015.
Personal Interview with Tsiambena, in Salary Avaratra on 25 July 2015.

Personal Interview with Urbain Laporodody, in Salary Avaratra on 25 July 2015.

Personal Interviews were performed as a dialog between me and the interviewees without
gate keepers. They all have been conducted at the location of the interviewees. All these
structured interviews permitted me to describe in one hand the position of the MLC and on the
other the Vezo concepts of it. Still, being afraid that I might have missed something, | also did

qualitative interviews.
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2.4.4 Qualitative Interviews

In such situation, interviews cannot be reduced to a quiz like it seems in the structured
interviews. Robert K. Yin is giving a good advice when he says “Having participants limit their
responses to single-word answers would be a qualitative researcher’s last wish. On the contrary,
the researcher tries to have participants use their own words, not those predefined by the

researcher, to discuss topic™’.

When the informant said that he has much time, | took it as an opportunity to have a long
qualitative interview. As | was given more time, the interview always turned into a lecture where
and during which my informant is my lecturer. | asked just free questions, starting from “what do
you know about the Asa Lakroa?” The next question then depends on what the interviewee has
said and so on. It is not a directive one, but instead exploratory. I did it when it comes to the
ritual in the Asa Lakroa because | needed more detailed information about each part or step of it.
The advantage of this method as | see it is that questions are open and interviewees can express
themselves freely without any external influence. | noticed that my informants had self-
confidence during our talks as they understood that I am the one who learnt from them. When we
had the informal focus group for instance, when | asked the first question (What do you know
about Tomb-Cross making in the Vezo?), one pastor replied right back “Hum! Is it an exam?”
and then laughed. And when it comes to the second question (Do you agree with its practice?),
the same pastor reacted the same way asking me back the question and said “Tell us first your
position!” I understood by this that our relation in some way influenced their thought. I have not
experienced such reactions during my qualitative interviews. My interviewees were instead glad

to be my lecturers and amazingly accepted videotaping. So | had
Video Interview with Bimba, in Toliara on 25 June 2015.

Video Interview with Felixon, in Toliara on 25 June 2015
Video Interview with Dadibare, in Toliara on 27 June 2015.

Video Interview with Daddy Eugene, in Manombo Atsimo on 28 July 2015.

Video Interview with Emmanuel, in Manombo Atsimo on 29 July 2015.

" Robert K. Yin, 135.
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These are the recorded videos that |1 am talking of in footnote 5. On that DVD, 1 did
not mention that it was the topic of my thesis anymore. I just titled it “Asa Lakroa Vezo” and
then directly follow those interviews. At the end, | left the question “What should then the
Malagasy Lutheran Church do?” What | missed in my structured research questions was the
social dimension of the subject, like the role of the Fihavanana and the Enga in the Asa Lakroa
which never crossed my minds. From the collected data for example, | learnt that the Enga
system is an expression of solidarity within the community, not only a contribution to support the
family (Cf. Footnote 75). Thus, if there is no Asa Lakroa, there is no Enga; and if there is no
Enga, it affects the social relationship, which already infers that the prohibition of the Asa

Lakroa causes splits in the local society.

In those videos, there are often two or three people with the interviewee. One of them
is certainly my gate keeper, and the others are mates or friends of the interviewee. As it has been
video recorded, those persons also took part in the interview, by intervening in stressing some
points, but never in contradicting what the interviewee was saying. | felt and enjoyed their vivid

will to instruct and inform me.

2.4.5 Challenges and Technical Issue

My only serious challenge during the fieldwork was to interview fellow pastors, namely
the one that does not have the same position as me towards culture. Answers were indirectly
aggressive. It seemed like the interviewee is facing an opponent in a strong debate. As a
researcher, I know that “qualitative interviewing requires intense listening and a systematic effort
to really hear and understand what people tell”®. | tried several times to ease the atmosphere by
saying that | was there just to collect information not to share my opinion, but I think | failed.

Anyhow, even though we do not have the same position, | had to do my interview.

I have noticed also that I got used to Norwegian’s notion of time: 3 p.m means 3 p.m
according to the clock. I forgot that in Madagascar, 3 p.m would be 3 p.m according to the sun,
not to the Clock. | have forgotten also that in the Vezo region, the notion of time is sunlight
related: Mangotinana (Dawn) - Vakianjo (Sunrise) - Marainjay (Morning) - Midi (Lunchtime, ca.
1 p.m- 3 p.m) Atoanjo (Daylight journey) - Hariva (Dusk, ca. 3 p.m - Sunset) - Tsofotsanjo

8 Robert K. Yin, 135.
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(Sunset, ca. 5 p.m - 7 p.m - Haly (No sun, ca. 7 p.m — 4 a.m).® So when | had that interview with
Daddy Eugene for instance, we agreed that | would come the Hariva, and to be precise |
proposed 3 p.m. | was there exactly at 3 p.m, but he was out and | waited for him almost one
hour. When he was back and saw me, his first sentence was “Anjoany hariva tokoa moa
fotoantsika iny?!” means “Today hariva is our appointment! Isn’t it?”” So he kept the Hariva
when | stuck on my 3 p.m. At the end, our 3 p.m was around 4h15 p.m, following the concept of

Hariva. Yet the video interview went on well.

If I could not have a video interview with Urbain Laporodody in Salary Avaratra, it is not
because he disagreed or did not want to. The simple reason was that the two batteries of my
camera have run out of charge, just after having taken pictures at the graveyard named

Bekafaitsy. Finding power was challenging because there is no electricity in that village (See

below).

Fig 2 a. Salary Avaratra: Fig 2b. Salary Avaratra:
The seaside, July 2015 (AP) The village, July 2015 (AP)

I did not have the chance to charge the batteries until I reached Manombo Atsimo. There
IS no access to electricity too in that town, but most of the people have generators such

9 When we moved to Salary Avaratra in 2006, people are laughing at us when seeing us having lunch at noon; they
said it was too early. Later, | noticed that if they have lunch at 2 p.m or 3 p.m, it is because they were waiting for the
first return of the fishermen, who are expected to arrive by that time.
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electrogene groups. They are veritably sources of income for some people because phones and
electronics are brought to them to be charged, and fees generally depend on the item. That
experience reminds me to have a bank power along with me next time | go to places where

electricity is not accessible.

The fieldwork went on perfectly as planned with those small incidences. Data collected
will be both used in this writing, and reported with analyze to the Association of Theologians
and Pastors of the Lutheran Church in Fiherena Toliara. Concerning this discussed topic, | would
stress that to give a model of approach to Malagasy cultures requires three things: an ethnic
group, a cultural custom of that group, and evaluation of existing approaches to that custom. So,
here they are: The Vezo, the Asa Lakroa, and the MLC’s approach.
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Chapter 3
IDENTITY OF THE VEZO

Twenty one years ago, Rita Astuti reported that “those scholars who have argued that
Vezo do not constitute an ethnic group were working on the assumption that ‘a genuine’ identity
must be fixed rather than shifting (if a person is ‘genuinely’ Vezo, she cannot become
Masikoro), inherent rather than contextual, that it must be established through descent rather than
be achieved through practice. From this perspective, the Vezo were perceived to be anomalous,
for they did not fit the western ethnotheory of ethnicity (Linnekin and Poyer 1990:2)”1°. Because
of this theory, Vezo, as Masikoro and Makoa as well, is still listed among the clans of Sakalava.
But some considerable facts were discovered lately and may change that view. Accordingly this
part is intended to give more precisions about the identity of this clan and to claim that Vezo is a

genuine ethnic group.
3.1 Understanding Ethnicity

This English term occurred in the early 1940s but its etymology is dated back to ancient Greek,
where “the word ethnos was used to refer to a ‘distinct people’”.! The Greek term £0voj
(ethnos), from which derived the adjective ethnic and the noun ethnicity, that globally means
nation. In Ancient times context, one e;gnoj infers one people, one homeland, one language, and
one culture. It explains the extreme exclusiveness, for instance, of the Twelve Tribes of Israel
who also added one Religion once they settled Canaan. The Israelite’s world was Us, and
whoever outside their circle (non-Israelite; non-Jews) were Them. Therefore, the plural form ta.
e;gnh has a connotation of non-Jews people and some biblical scholars (Ulrich Luz and all)
translate it “Gentiles” instead of “Nations” (Hans Kvalbein and all)!2. Anyhow, the definition of

ethnicity has developed from this etymological concept to contemporary contexts.

A standard concept of ethnicity features an ethnic group as a people living together,

having and sharing the same system of beliefs and values. Some definitions tend to narrow this

10 Rita Astuti, People of the Sea: Identity and Descent among the Vezo of Madagascar (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1995), 4.

1 Dan Hiebert, “Ethnicity,” The Dictionary of Human Geography 5™ Ed. (West Sussex: Blackwell Publishers,
2009), 214-215.

12 Jostein Adna and Hans Kvalbein ed., The Mission of the Early Church to Jews and Gentiles (Germany: Mohr
Siebeck, 2000), 19.
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concept by introducing more criteria, such a shared origin and ancestors, as Ben Campbell
promotes.'® The weakness of such criteria is in the fact that it is possible to meet people from
different origins in the same ethnic group. Ethnicity may be swallowed by citizenship because
immigrants and non-natives are also among the citizens. Are they to be excluded although they
adopt their host’s life and follow fully all social systems? If yes, Ben Campbell’s DNA argument

is not defining an ethnic group, but rather a race for it would be based on physical characteristics.

Some emphasize the importance of the system of belief and culture (Cf. Fredrik Barth),
but still struggle with the boundaries of these two.** Anyhow all those attempts claim each that
there are shared values and social interaction. Here is how Thomas Hylland Ericksen contributes

to solve the boundaries problem:

The first fact of ethnicity is the application of
systematic  distinctions between insiders and
outsiders; between Us and Them. If no such
principle exists there can be no ethnicity, since
ethnicity  presupposes an institutionalized
relationship between delineated categories whose
members consider each other to be culturally
distinctive?®.
Who are the Vezo’s Us, and who are the Vezo’s Others? These would be Eriksen’s
questions. We will find the answers of these questions in two steps: the insiders’ answer and the

outsiders’ answer.

Who do the Vezo people say they are? As Astuti emphasized, “The Vezo often point out
that their name means ‘paddle’, a name which indicates who they are: ‘people who struggle with
the sea and live on the coast (Olo mitolo rano, olo mipetsaky andriaky)”®. In Vezo dialect, the
word Vezo (Mlg. Voizo) is the imperative form of the verb Mive (Eng. To paddle, Mlg. Mivoy).
So by explaining proudly and often -as she stressed- the meaning of their name, they not only

want people to know their skills and livelihood, but also attest that they are different from

13 Thomas Hylland Ericksen, Ethnicity and Nationalism: Anthropological perspective Third edition (New York:
Pluto Press, 2010),87.

14 See Fredrick Barth, Process and Form in Social Life (London: Routledge and Kegan, 1981), 200. Barth listed four
criteria. His first point meets Ben’s Biological argument; the second and third is all shared values (culture and
Communication). His last point is related to otherness and distinguishability, which is clarified by the concept of Us
and Them.

15 Thomas Hylland Ericksen, Ethnicity and Nationalism, 23.

16 Rita Astuti, People of the Sea, 1.
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neighboring people who do not go to the Sea (VD. Tsy mandeha an-driaky). Factually Vezo
people see themselves as “People of the Sea” and are proud to be so. In contrast, there are People
of the Land, the Masikoro, who are staying inland. We can read from Astuti’s testimony,

When I asked women whether they had ‘signs of

Vezo-ness’ on their hands, they suggested I look at

the hands of Masikoro women, which have a callus

at the thumb which comes from the daily pounding

maize and rice. It was thus the lack of a callus on the

Vezo women’s hands that demonstrated their Vezo-
17
ness.

Why did those women suggest her to look at the hands of Masikoro women not at of any
other ethnic groups’ hands, such Mahafaly or Bara or Merina? The attitude framed in this Vezo
women’s answer is their conception of their world: their side, and the Masikoro’s side. If you are
not Vezo, then you are Masikoro. Vezo men usually make fun of their fellows by calling them
Masikoro when these last did mistake or went wrong in doing something, or in brief, “when
someone fails to act Vezo effectively, s/he is rendered Masikoro”.!® Despite the difference of
culture that exists between Vezo and Masikoro, daily activities are the first things that VVezo refer
to while making the difference between them and their neighbors, which recently leads Astuti to
repeat that “being Vezo is to live on the coast and do Vezo things, such as fishing, sailing, and
eating fish, whereas being Masikoro is to live inland and do Masikoro things, such as cultivating,

raising cattle, and — so Vezo say — eating ‘grass’”%°,

By experience, I can confirm this Vezo saying “eating grass” (VD. Mihina akata). When
| have invited two men to join us for lunch, one of them, having seen that we were eating rice
with spinach and leaves of cassava, said proudly “we are not cattle to eat grass”, and they were
laughing at us. | thought in the beginning that it was a taboo to eat leaves and herbs as none of
our neighbors were doing so. After their visit, | reported the statement of my visitors to our
neighbors in small talks later; they kept saying the same thing, that they are not cattle to eat
leaves and herbs. During our talks, they explained that it is not a question of taboo, it is a
question of value. By this they meant leaves and herbs are for only cattle. Masikoro may not feel

at ease with this famous Vezo saying for they are used to eating them. Anyhow, this Vezo’s

17 Rita Astuti, 41.

18 Rita Astuti, 16.

19 http://web.a.ebscohost.com/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?sid=b73a37d5-462e-46e5-a173-
6e102010a8e1%40sessionmqar4002&vid=1&hid=4214, 9, accessed 30 March 2016.

17



http://web.a.ebscohost.com/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?sid=b73a37d5-462e-46e5-a173-6e102010a8e1%40sessionmgr4002&vid=1&hid=4214
http://web.a.ebscohost.com/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?sid=b73a37d5-462e-46e5-a173-6e102010a8e1%40sessionmgr4002&vid=1&hid=4214

concept of food distinguish their culture from others’ ones, and their pride is not built only on
their activities but also on their concept of things such food as seen here. To this should be added

the differences of customs and taboos, but they will be discussed later (3.4).

Whoever has written about the Vezo could not avoid talking more or less about the
Masikoro as well. It is due to the fact that Vezo people tell you who they are not when you ask
them who they are. Talking about Astuti’s informants, it is not surprising that they always
suggested her to have a look at the Masikoro for comparison, because Masikoro are the people
who they are not. But is cultural comparison enough to assert that VVezo people constitute an
ethnic group? This is the reason why combining the etymological definition of ethnicity (One
People One Homeland One Language and One Culture) and Ericksen’s theory on cultural
identity (Us and Them Theory) is better than staying at the comparison. What follow are
evidences that describe the identity of the Vezo following the combination of these two

assumptions.

If Vezo people see themselves as People of the sea, not of the Land (Masikoro), let us

now see who they are from the outside view.
3.2 Geo-Localization: The Homeland

It is quite not possible to understand why the Vezo was included in the ethnic group of
Sakalava without retracing the history of the colonization of Madagascar. In 1895, French
adopted the “Politique des Races” (Politics of Races) to colonize the Island. It consisted,
according to B. Schlemmer, in “ (1) Isolating and reduce the principal enemy, the centralized
power of the Merina?® (2) Promoting the autonomy of each important region, according to the
principle of ‘diviser pour regner’ (3) Taking advantage of that very autonomy to colonize with
less expense. 2! The point was that when the autochthonous clans began fighting against
themselves, they were easy to defeat and to colonize. Therefore, as Fotomanantena Jeanne
Razafiangy reported in detail, the western part was set as the region of Sakalava as it was the
dominant clan in that side. This meant that all groups or communities dwelling in that region

were all included in the large family of Sakalava. It is not surprising that most of the ethnic maps

20 Merina, one of the dominant ethnic group in the highlands.
21 Fotomanantena Jeanne Razafiangy, Etrangers et Malgaches Dans le Sud-Ouest Sakalava 1845-1904 (Aix en
Provence: Université de Province, 1982), 263.
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present the whole west, from the south to the north as the region of Sakalava. This affects also
the social relationship as colonizers succeed in making Merina to be the Sakalava’s enemy. Of

course, Vezo is involved.

Some scholars who had led research about the VVezo people investigated in the middle of
this so named Sakalava region consequently, namely in the region of Morondava-Menabe,
having the presumption that Vezo are Sakalava??. Rita Astuti, one of the experts in this study, for
instance, had Morondava as area of fieldwork, and concludes in 1995 that “the Vezo are not a
genuine ethnic group, nor a special race, nor a distinct people”. She defines Vezo identity as “an
activity rather than a state of being” 3. In other words, Vezo are what they do, not who they are;
one can become Vezo just by adopting their style of life although she or he is from the highlands.
But if one asks in random Malagasy citizen where the homeland of the Vezo is, no one would say
the highlands. Instead, the most probable answers would be either Morombe, or Manombo
Atsimo, or Saint Augustin, but again neither Morondava nor Menabe?*. In fact, people who live
in these three cities have many common crucial traditions which are not even seen in the
Sakalava people, and it was perceived from the period of colonization, otherwise the region of
Sakalava must have been between Soalala (North) and Saint Augustin (South), instead of
between Soalala (North) and Ambohibe (South) as shown in the map from the Supplement Au
Journal Officiel- Septembre 1901, that F. J. Razafiangy used?®. In this map, the Sakalava region
ends in Ambohibe where begins the Vezo territory. In short, the homeland of the Vezo is the
region between Ambohibe (Region of Morombe) and Saint Augustin (Region of Toliara) where

they are statistically dominant and are called Sakalava Atsimo (Sakalava South).

A more precised localization of the Vezo region is proposed by Otto Chr. Dahl who

wrote

“On the southwest coast of Madagascar, between
the estuaries of the rivers Tsiribihina and Onilahy,
there is an ethnic group called Vezo, who live in

22 Cf. Pierre Vérin, Madagascar (Paris: Edition Karthala, 1990), 54. He claims that Vezo people are from
Morondava and around.

2 Rita Astuti, People of the Sea, 3-4.

24 Sakalava are still dominant in Morondava and Menabe while Vezo are supposed to come from either Morombe or
Manombo Atsimo or Anakao.

% Fotomanantena Jeanne Razafiangy, 273.
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much the same way as the Bajau, particularly those

of Bangka

This statement answers three crucial questions about the VVezo which are (a) where do

they live? (b) Who they are? and (c) Where they are from?. Not only did Dahl give precisions on

the geographical limits of the Vezo region, but he assumes that Vezo is a genuine ethnic group

who has as ancestors the Bajau (An Austronesian ethnic group). To conclude that the Vezo is an

ethnic group after only determining its geographical localization is too early, nevertheless we can

now locate the Vezo homeland.
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Vezo have in their north the Sakalava and the Mahafaly in the south. Masikoro, that they
call Olo matahotsy riaky (people afraid of sea) are in their east. In Malagasy, Homeland means
Tanindrazana (Mlg. Tany, Eng. Land; Mlg. Razana, Ancestors). If one asks a Malagasy person
where is your Tanindrazana (Homeland)? , that person would tell where she/he will be buried

after death. A Vezo would not indicate a region apart from the described above in that situation.

Despite the fact that the Vezo have their Tanindraza, the homeland argument is surely not
enough to convince Michel Boulard who stresses that “ethnos signifies people sharing a same
language and cultures”?8. So, after having dealt with the localization of VVezo’s region, let us now
explore other evidences which differentiate the Vezo from the Sakalava, starting with the

difference between their dialects.
3.3 Linguistic Research

The pioneer of the research about the Vezo dialect was Bernard Koechlin. In 1975, he
published his Tableau des sons phonologiques et morpho-phonologiques du parler Vezo-
Sakalava (Table of the phonologic sounds and morpho-phonologic of the spoken Vezo-
Sakalava)?®. If he made that precision Vezo-Sakalava, it might mean he practically did not intend
to take the Vezo out of the Sakalava, but he was ringing a bell to make known that the Vezo has
their own phonological pattern, and linguists have to be aware of those differences. For a
linguist, it might be a big deal, but matters of sounds are not sufficient to make the difference
between two ethnic groups for ethnographers. F. J. Razafiangy is then right when she argues
seven years later that differences in pronunciations are not enough to separate the Vezo from the
Sakalava. Experts define such incident as microvariation in linguistics. She pointed out the case
of the “Tr” Sakalava which becomes “ts” in Vezo, thus, Trano (Sakalava) becomes (tsano) but

the meaning, House, is still kept.®

However, it was not just a matter of spelling or pronunciation. The difference between

the dialect spoken in the north and the one spoken in the south became clearer. Most of the terms

27 Otto Chr. Dahl, 53.

28 Michel Bouchard, “Ethnogenesis,” Encyclopedia of Anthropology Vol 2 (London: SAGE Publications, 2006),
848-849.

29 Bernard Koechlin, Les Vezo du Sud Ouest de Madagascar Contribution & [ 'Etude de | ’Eco-Systéme de Semi-
Nomades Marins (France: Mouton ¢ Co, 1975), 61-62.

%0 Fotomanantena Jeanne Razafiangy, 6.
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in the Lexique des Termes Sakalava of Robert Jaovelo-Dzao (2001)% seems to be from the
northern dialect, not common to the whole Sakalava. Then Rasolonirina Florette accidentally
helps in differentiating the two dialects. In fact, she aimed to clarify the interference between
Kiswahili and Sakalava dialects from the evidence that Msakawala, which is rendered Sakalava
later, was the name used to indicate the inhabitant of the west coast of Madagascar in Kiswabhili.
But at the end, she was able to point out which words in her Swahili-Malagasy mini lexicon are
met only in the dialect of Sakalava Avaratra®’. She used the term “Avaratra” to puts in evidence
the difference between Sakalava dialects: the northern dialect, and the southern dialect which is

spoken by the Sakalava Atsimo®,

If Bernard Koechlin and Rasolonirina Florette dealt with phonetics and vocabularies to
give the Vezo dialect its genuine identity, Gerard Poirot is the one who fulfilled the last task.
From 2014, all about the Vezo dialect are available online3*. Gerard Poirot includes more than
phonetics and vocabularies therein, he even describes the Vezo Grammar and offers a Vezo-
French and French-Vezo dictionaries. Such effort gives an identity to the dialect spoken by the
Vezo. At least, one can now study online the Vezo and Sakalava dialects easily and understand

their differences.
3.4 Cultural Identity

The decisive fact to define if a community really constitutes an ethnic group is surely its cultural
identity. Let us answer T. H. Ericksen’s question who are the Us and Them? by comparing

Vezo’s culture with their neighbors’ ones.

Vezo culture was surely influenced by the neighboring ones since they live in the so
called Sakalava region. Decisive evidences are however seen between them. Otto Chr. Dahl
consecrated some pages about what is common to the Vezo and the Bajau starting with dialects
and ending in culture. In doing so, he could describe the Vezo culture explicitly, such the way

Vezo bury their dead or make and manage their canoes, after what he concluded

31 http://www.zomare.com/Its_ab.html, accessed 12 January 2016.

32 Rasolonirina Florette, Ny Fifanovam-Peon 'ny Teny Malagasy sy ny Teny Swahili (Toliara: Oniversite Maninday, 2005), 78-88.
33 Vezo, Masikoro, Makoa, and Tsimiridy constitute the Sakalava Atsimo.

34 http://www.vezo.eu/sommaire.php, accessed 13 January 2016.
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“In my opinion, this presence of the glottal stop in
Vezo dialect, together with the burial of the corpses
with the head to the west, and the similarity in the
life on and from the sea, prove that the Vezo are

descendants of the Orang Laut/Bajau in the Riau-

Bangka area”®.

In his work when Dahl says Vezo, it infers something which is proper to the Vezo and
not shared with Sakalava, for in other places he always precises that the thing is common to both
the two ethnic groups. This leads to say that the Sakalava, which are likely Kiswahili speaking
people and Vezo, as Dahl is picturing here, do not have the same origin.

In addition to Dahl’s list of evidences that make the Vezo an ethnic group, I would also
propose two facts, the taboo and the Savatse (Circumcision). It is well known that Vezo do not
eat sheep, they are faly aondry people (SD. faly, Mlg. fady; Eng. Taboo; SD. aondry, Mlg.
ondry; Eng. Sheep). The fact that their culture has sheep as taboo while eating sheep is not
prohibited in Masikoro prove that these two groups also have each their own identities even
though they are called Sakalava, or precisely Sakalava Atsimo as defined previously. The large
Sakalava is then between these two poles, there are those who may follow the Vezo and keep
sheep as taboo, and those who do not, like Masikoro. In the documentary produced by Ben Ulm
“Gross Food”, it has been demonstrated that taboos on food defines societies and clearly
differentiates them. It is possible to guess where one person is from just in knowing what
particular food she/he eats or do not. We can learn from this documentary that some people are
eating snakes, cockroaches, bugs and so on, while some do not. And it is true that “A delicacy
for someone is disgusting to others. What we eat says a lot about who we are”%, and at the end,
it is concluded that “Food is what makes us”®’. Likewise, not eating Sheep (VD. Aondry) makes
the Vezo One people and differentiates them from their neighbors, Sakalava in the north,
Masikoro in the east, and Mahafaly in the south, who may have these animals on their delicious

menu.

After the food, we have The Savatse which is furthermore the decisive fact. The term
Savatse does not mean only the circumcision but the whole ceremony of it, a traditional event

that last 3 to 4 days. This ritual is common to the whole Sakalava, except the Vezo. Circumcision

% Otto Chr. Dahl, Migration from Kalimantan to Madagascar, 103.
% https://youtu.be/fz7VK0Zd70M, starts at 31 sec, accessed 16 April 2016.
37 https://youtu.be/fz7VK0Zd70M, starts at 45 min31 sec, accessed 16 April 2016.
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has never been in the tradition of Vezo, and it is a bit confusing to read paradoxically from

Wikipedia about Vezo, under the section Culture

(...) The circumcision ceremony typically lasts
from 4 am until 9 am. The parents ask a wise elder
to suggest the best date and time for the ceremony,
and identify a nurse or doctor who knows how to
perform the circumcision. Family members are
invited to attend the ceremony, and one of the
uncles holds the child during the ceremony. After
the physical cut, there is drinking of alcohol. After
the ceremony the child is called savatse.*®

Such publication draws my intention because as | mentioned before, | lived among the
Vezo for 26 years in the region of Toliara and 5 years in the region of Manombo, unfortunately |
have never heard about Vezo celebrating Savatse. | would however understand the point of the
author of this article if she or he, in the way of Astuti, defines Vezo as “all people of the sea”,
which includes three ethnic groups practicing the Savatse -Masikoro, Mahafaly and Sakalava-
for they are also living in the west coast. When Pietro Lupo has described the rites of
circumcisions, he mentioned two things: Sambatra, the Rites of circumcision of the
Antambahoaka of the south east, and Savatse, the Rites of circumcision of the Masikoro and the
Sakalava.*® Did he miss accidently to add the Vezo in the list of those who practice Savatse since

he knows very well differences between Sakalava, Masikoro and Vezo?

It is now time to clarify the identity of the Vezo and understand Vezoness. As we are
already tal